
NOT an Accidental Sportswriter:  The Brave Books of Robert Lipsyte

Robert Lipsyte
“I've always had two writing lives, one as a journalist and one as an 
author of fiction. I love them both. They complement each other.”

After Cassius Clay (a.k.a. Mohammed Ali) whipped Sonny Liston, 
Lipsyte became the new boxing reporter for the New York Times.  
Shortly, thereafter, on November 20, 1965, he got the idea for his first 
young adult novel.  The Contender was the beginning of a lucrative ca-
reer as a novelist.

NOTE:  He has also written seven books for adults, several short stories, essays for educators  -- 
My favorite being “Novels With the Power to Change Young Lives” (2003).

The Twinning Project (2012, FICTION) Lipsyte’s first middle level 
novel.  Cynical, contemporary Tom and athletic, old-fashioned & like-
able Eddie are twins raised on separate planets; they must overcome 
their differences to save the world.

An Accidental Sportswriter: A Memoir (2011, 
NONFICTION) Lipsyte’s life has two sides:  the 
nonfiction sports writer side, interviewing some of 
the greatest sports stars of his era — Muhammad 

Ali, Mickey Mantle, Billie Jean King, Lance Armstrong — and that of a nov-
elist, incorporating his knowledge of sports and life to write imaginative 
tales.

N.03 The Intersection of Sport Education and Society in English Education, NCTE 2012 
by Dr. Joan F. Kaywell, (Kaywell@usf.edu)  

YA NOVELS (13)

The Contender (1967)
One Fat Summer (1977)
Summer Rules (1981)
Jock and Jill (1982)
The Summerboy (1982)
The Brave (1991)
The Chemo Kid (1992)
The Chief (1993)
Warrior Angel (2003)
Raiders Night (2006)
Yellow Flag (2007)
Center Field (2010)
The Twinning Project (2012)

YA NONFICTION (8)

Assignment Sports (1970)
Free to be Muhammad Ali (1978)
Arnold Schwarzenegger: Hercules in America 
(Superstar Lineup series) (1993)
Jim Thorpe: Twentieth-Century Jock (Super-
star Lineup series) (1993)
Joe Louis: A Champ for All America (Super-
star Lineup series) (1994)
Michael Jordan: A Life Above the Rim (Su-
perstar Lineup series) (1994)
Heroes of Baseball (2006)
An Accidental Sportswriter: A Memoir (2011)
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Lipsyte’s first YA novel, The Contender (1967, FIC-
TION), was the book that started his professional fiction 
writing career. (BOXING) The Brave (1991, FICTION) 
Sequel to The Contender The Chief (1993, FICTION) 
Sonny Bear is the champ! Warrior Angel (2003, FIC-
TION) The final story in The Contender quartet.

Raiders Night (2006, FICTION)
a high school football star who has to make some tough 
decisions after a brutal hazing incident--a riveting and 
chilling look inside contemporary high school football."

Yellow Flag (2007, FICTION) If you don’t know the dif-
ference between a NASCAR driver and a racer, then you 
will learn all that and more in this fast-paced novel.
               

Center Field (2010, FICTION)
A high school baseball player faces a moral challenge and 
is influenced by two extremes: absent parents and a for-
mer army ranger as his coach.

Works influenced by his life:

One Fat Summer 
(1977, FICTION) 
about an over-
weight kid who 
sounds like 
Lipsyte as a funny 
and loveable boy. 
Its two sequels - 
Summer Rules and 
The Summer Boy - 
were also based on 
his life, but most 
of his YA novels 
came out of his 
experiences as a 
journalist.

In the Country of Illness: Comfort and Advice for the Journey. 
(1998, NONFICTION) Mortality confronted with hard-earned 
outrage, first at the author's cancer, then his ex-wife's. 

His wife, Lois Morris, is also a writer.
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Dear Joan – I wrote a version of the following some years ago for a PEN Conference on censor-
ship. Just tweaked it. All yours. Also attached it.
Best,
Bob

By Robert Lipsyte

 I’d like this to be a Fahrenheit 450 story, but, alas, it’s only hot enough to burn my own 
butt.  While heroic writers face deadly dangers speaking truth to power, going up against secret 
police and killer clerics, I only bump up against greedy coaches.
 In 2006, I had anticipated that my young adult football novel, Raiders Night, would run 
into trouble with librarians and English teachers because of the sex, drugs, and realistic language. 
There was a male on male rape during a hazing incident. It was a hard R for the genre. But I had 
some points to make.
 As it turned out, the book got starred reviews and the invitations rolled in from librarians 
and English teachers. And then they rolled out. Sheepish e-mails disinvited me because athletic 
directors and principals read the book and decided that my Friday Night Darks approach was 
counter-productive. In a leaked e-mail, the athletic director of a tony private school wondered if I 
could be persuaded to talk about the violence in contemporary music. Violins, I joked? Of course, 
he wanted me to go after hip hop instead of football.
 Because previous censorships had seemed misinformed and silly, I didn’t take the disinvi-
tations seriously. One Fat Summer was taken off shelves in several school districts for a vague 
masturbation scene I don’t even remember writing. Teachers and librarians had it re-shelved. 
There was a court case in Washington state over an alleged lack of middle-class African-
American role models in The Contender. A Harvard educator flew out to lead the successful de-
fense. She cited the middle-class characters in the book. It turned that the censoring parents – now 
this really hurt! - hadn’t read the book.
 But the Raiders Night situation was different; there was a logical reason to ban the book. 
Over an excellent bistro lunch, a bright suburban mid-western superintendent told me how much 
he had enjoyed the book and how, as a former football coach, he thought it was dead on. While he 
might let the occasional teacher slip it to the occasional reader, he said, it would not be a good 
mass buy because it could get in the way of his dream.
 Someday, he said, Coke and Pepsi would be fighting for “pouring rights” at his district’s 
sporting events, and he’d be playing off Reebok and Nike to outfit the players. He had good 
teams, he said, and if the 50 state federations could ever get their acts together and create national 
high school tournaments in football and basketball for ESPN and Fox Sports to televise, there 
would be money from pizza chains and cell phone companies to fund libraries and arts programs 
and computer upgrades. Who needs a book getting in the way by warning that coaches exploit 
their boys, who play hurt, shoot steroids and abuse girls?
 Since he was buying, I had an adult beverage. But I didn’t agree. I explained that I was a 
genre writer, a closet teacher-librarian-preacher-coach whose mission it is to tell useful, truthful 
stories to youngsters who are willing to absorb them into their process of becoming. I told him 
that the jocks with whom I had discussed the book – some in his own high school - thought it was 
like a documentary of their lives. What they really wanted to talk about was their profound dis-
trust for adults, particularly coaches and school administrators. 
 He nodded ruefully. They have reason, he said. 
 For a moment, I wanted to clap him on the back, It’s okay, big fella, censoring informa-
tion for boys and girls is a tricky, nuanced game, don’t beat yourself up. But I felt that Fahrenheit 
flicker and silently thought, It gets easier, toad, you censor information for kids and they’re used 
to it as adults so you can make wars, poison the air and burn up our future with lies.

      ###
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